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Spontaneous full passives and related constructions 
from 234 children aged 2;0 to 13; 11 and elicited passives fro* 262 
college students vere analyzed. Ftfll passives Mete classified as 
reversible (The dog was chased by the girl) 9 instrumental 
non-reversible (The lamp *as broken by Lot with J the hall) or 
agentive non- reversible (The la»p *a£ broken by the girl) • The 
agentive non-reversible did not appear until af-ter age 9; and until 
age 11, no child produced both xe^r^ible and non-reversible 
passives. All the children used tfce passive ifl a seaantically 
restricted nay, but not in the sa*e **y* The possible developmental 
course of the full passive mas t^Qed for children mho initially used 
only reversible passives versus tfcOse *ho initially used only 
instrumental non-reversible passives- F*om this study# the following 
conclusions can be drawn: (1) lan^tiage acquisition is not complete by 
middle childhood; (2) individual differences exist in language 
learning "strategies"; children analogy to learn grammatical 
rules; (3) the relationship between comprehension and production is 
complex; and (4) the distinction pettfeen semantics and syntax is 
often arbitrary. (Author/AM) \ 



\ 

'* Documents acguired by EfilC Mdnde many inforial unpublished ) * 

* materials not available from QtJJ^r sources* iSXC makes every effort * 

* to obtain the best copy available, nevertheless , items of margipal \ * 

* reproducibility are often encountered and this! affects the quality • * 

* of the micrcficie and hardcopy ^productions £IIIC makes available \ * 

* via the EBIC Document Reproduction Service (SPSS) • EBBS is not * 

* responsible for the quality of ***e original document, Beproductions * 

* supplied by EBBS are the best tP*t can be made from the original. I * 

************* *:M**^*****4******%****%^ 



ERIC 



EDUCATION * WELFARE 

national institute of 
education 

THiS DOCUMENT MAS BEEN 

OUCED EXACTLY RECEIVED F«*M 

T H E PERSON OR ORGANIZATION OR«OIN* 

A Tin G |T POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS 

STATED OO NOT NECESSARILY 

SENT OFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE ° F 

5 OUCAT»ON POSITION OR POLICY 



The Development of the Full ^slve' 



Oianne Horgan 
Indiana University 



Presented at Boston University Conference ^ n Un9 ua 9 e development 
October 1, 1976 



ABSTRACT 

Spontaneous full passives and related constructions from 234 children 
aged 2;0 to 13;11 and elicited passives from 262 college students were 
analyzed. Full passives were classified as REVERSIBLE ( The dog was chased 
by the girl). INSTRUMENTAL NON-REVERSIBLE ( The lamp was broken by (or with) 
the BALL), 0 r AGENTlVE NON-REVERSIBLE (The lamp was broken by the GIRL). 
The Agentive non-reversible did not appear until after age 9; and until age 
11, no child produced both Reversible and Non-revers1ble passives. All 
the children used the passive in a semantical ly restricted way (but not 1n 
the same way). The possible developmental course of the full passive was 
traced for children who initially used only Reversible passives versus those 
who initially used only Instrumental nonreversible passives.! v • i "' '\ - H 
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE FULL PASSIVE 
Dianne Horgan 
Indiana University 

Among syntactic transformations, the passive transformation has been 
called "the Grandaddy of Them All" (Ross 1974: 64). Beilin (1975) refers 
to it as a model case to test alternative theories. It was relied on by 
Chomsky (1937) as an obvious support for transformational grammar. It 
was central to Katz and Postal's (1964) argument leading to the reformu- 
lation of generative theory in terms of meaning-preserving deep structures. 
In the "extended standard theory," Chomsky (1972) once again uses the passive 
as a basis for major revisions. The passive was central to traditional 
grammar- as well, and was also used by Yngve (1962) in support of his depth 
hypothesis. But despite its linguistic prominence, passivization is far 
from" completely understood (Lakoff 1971). 

The study of children's passives has been almost exclusively confined 
to comprehension and imitation tasks. Bandura & Harris (1966) and White- 
hurst, Ironsmith, & Goldfein (1974) have used passives to see if modeling 
or reinforcement could aff t the frequency of passive usage. Studies of 
children's spontaneous speech have located so few passives (almost all trun- 
cated) that very little is known about the acquisition of passive production. 
Harwood (1959) for example, found no instances of full passives in over 
12,000 utterances of five-year-old children. Not only is the passive infre- 
quent in child language, but.it-is also infrequent as input to children: 
Brown (1973) found no full passives in the samples of the speech of the three 
sets of parents he studied (713 utterances in each set). 

4 



It therefore seems imnortant to inouire into the orlnlns of such a 
central Unqulstic construction. Its in-freouency and complexity make 
it a challenqina tarqet for observational study and interpretation. If 
children develop their own rules or "stratenies," then such a- complex and 
infrequent construction mioht lead to interestinn deviations from adult usaqe 

METHODS 

The data come from three sources. The data for the younaest children 
and the adults were oathered by the author. The data for the older children 
were collected and coded by Wepman, Hass, and their associates at the 
University of Chicaoo in the mid-19fin's."~ 

Ooup I . Fifty-four children, between the aoes of 2:0 and 4:2, were 
asked to describe simple pictures. Each child was tested twice, at an inter- 
val of three months. Exactly the same procedure was used at each of the two 
sessions. The procedure, carried out individually with each child in his/her 
home, consisted of four parts, First, the child looked at pictures while 
the experimenter read simple descriptions. This was a "warm up" session and 
served to model the child's task. The sentences used in this section did 
not present any unusual syntactic structures; all were simple, active, affirm 
ative, declarative. Examples include: The boy's taking a hath , The flower 
is pre tty, Daddy talks on the nhone , The children are building a snowman . 
The second part provided the major source of data. The child was asked to 
describe each, of a series of forty-four pictures. The pictures represented 
a wide ranqe of situations: for example, anents were both animate and Inan- 
imate, objects were both animate and inanimate, aoents were missinq. from 
some pictures, and the focus was on different objects (this was accomplished 
by havlnq one object 1n the picture colored— the anent, the object, or the 
instrument). Some pictures were semantlcally reversible: i.e., either noun 
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could logically be the actor or the object as In a picture of a alrl 
chasing a boy. Other Pictures were non-reversible, as in a picture of 

« 

a girl kicking a ball. The third part of the task was a vocabulary 
check of the objects depicted in the previous Dart. The final part was 
a comprehension task. 3 

Eroup II , One hundred and eighty normal children (15 boys and 15 
girls at each of the followino anes: 5, 6, 7, 9, 11, and 13) were asked, 
to tell stories about TAT pictures. Also included in this sample were 
30 mentally retarded children, 19 lanauaoe-delayed children, and 19 
braln-in.iured children, all between the anes of 5 and 13, 

Groun III . Two hundred and sixty-two undergraduates enrolled in child 
psychology courses at Northern Illinois University were asked to describe 
a picture usina a simple passive sentence (no examples were aiven). Ss 
saw one of two pictures: A broken lamo with a ball nearby and a girl 
standing by (+agent), or the same picture without the girl (-aaent). Ss 
were then aiven a picture with a fill-in the blank sentence. Each S 
saw one of two pictures: a broken window with a ball nearby and a boy 
present (+acient) or the same Picture without the boy (-aaent). Under the 
picture, was one of the followinn sentences: 

The window was broken the boy. 

The window was broken the ball. 

Scoring criteria for full passives . A sentence was Judged as a full 
passive if it contained a form of 'be 1 or 'not 1 , a oast tense marker, and 
a preposition followed by a noun phrase that could logically be construed 
as the actor or instrument. The followino prepositions octurred in full 
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passives: 'by', 'with', 'from', 'for', and 'of. Thus (1) throuoh (5) were 
scored as full passives, while (6) throuoh (10) were not: 

(1) They were stopped BY a ferocious (fi) The boat was left BY the side 
a . nima 1 of the river": 

(2) The room was covered WITH bugs. (7) The boy was charged WITH murder. 

(3) They got shot FROM Japanese. (8) He not fired FROM his ,1ob. 

(?) The boat was used FOP, the bovs. (9) He got Punished FOR w hat he did. 

I in a story about some boys who used " 1 — 

a boat for flshlno: no other people 
appeared 1n the story.) 

(5) The lamp was broken OF the ball. (10) The man was cleared OF charges , 

Using th?*a criteria, 81 full passives were Identified from the 5 to 13 
year old children. The criteria were modified slightly for the younger 
children: a unit was scored as a full passive 1f 1t had at least one 
formal marker, a preposition, and clearly had the semantic Intent of a 
full passive. Thus (11) through (14) were classified as full passives: 

(11) Choo choo train got crashed... By a bus . 

(12) Bpy hit by fpot . (Bpy had been kicked) 

(13) Brpken by ball , (pplntlng tp lamp) 

(14) It brpken by that . 

Th1rty-twp full passives were Identified frpm the 2 tp 4 year pld children. 

Ratlpnale for excluding truncated passives from the stu dy. This study 
will deal pnly with full passives since In these data the truncated 
Passive appears tp be a different cpnstructlpn than the full passive. A 
truncated passive dees npt express the Ipolcal subject. In most grammatical 
thegrles, a truncated passive 1s derived frcm the full passive by deleting 



the loqlcal subject: 

(15) The lamp was broken (by the p1rl). 
Such a view .1s problematic for child lanauaqe since truncated oasslves 
are relatively frequent 1n child lanauaae, while full passives are 
very rare. The question arises of why the supposedly Grammatically simpler 
form (the full passive) 1s less frequent and apparently mere difficult 
than the Grammatically more complex form (the truncated passive which 
Involves an extra transformation). Recently llnoulsts and psycholoqists 
(e.q., Lanqacker and Munro 1975, Lakoff 1971, and Watt 1*70} have suoqested 
that there 1s no such thlnq as the passive transformation; that Is, 
active and Passive sentences do not derive from the same abstract 
representation. The Instrumental or aaentive phrase 1s derived from 
some external source. In most of these accounts the truncated passive 1s 
constructed like a predicate adjective as in "Sam was hapny." Hence the 
relationship between truncated passives and full passives 1s not as close 
as transformational orammarians believe. 

The data from the present study suPnort this view. Amonp the 2 to 4 
year old nroup, the truncated passives had inanimate loqlcal objects-they 
were about lamps, windows, vehicles; the majority of their full passives, 
however, had animate lopical objects-they were about people and animals. 
That 1s, truncated passives and full passives had different prlvlleqes 
of occurence. Most truncated passives used familiar verbs such as 'break! 
that were also used as statlves; children's full passives, however, 
used a wide variety of action verbs. So the choice of topics and verbs 
differed for the two constructions. In addition, the truncated passives 
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of the younaer children were almost exclusively an after-the-fact 
observation on the state of 'things. 

The older children did use a wider variety of verbs 1n their truncated 
passives than did the two to four year-olds :many of the verbs, however, 
could probably be classified as statlves (adjectives) and hence are 
questionable passives: 

(16) She got married . 

(17) It got broken . 

(18) They got lost . 

The cateqory 'stative' -referrino to a state of affairs rather than to 
an action, event, or process— may be broader for children than for adults. 
One very frequent truncated Dasslve (among little boys) 1s get killed . 
Do children realize that 'kill' is an action and that 'dead' 1s the 
corresponding state? To a child "he was killed" may be synonymous with 
"He 1s dead." To an eaocentric child, "I not hit" could well refer to 
the child's state, rather than to the action. If the'things we call 
'verbs' are really statlves (and thus adjectives) to children, then the 
children's sentences we call passives are not passives at all. In 
a sentence such as "I got hit", 'got' would be the main verb and 'hit' 
a predicate adjective as in "I am tired." Thus, the child's view of the 
world may concentrate more on states than actions. Categorizations 
of parts of speech, and hence of grammatical constructions, would then 
differ from adult categorizations. In this case, »I got hit* could be a 
passive for an adult and not for a child. 



If we look at the freauency of truncated passives and full passives 
by age, we see little relationship between the fr«o constructions. Floure 
1 olves that- Information. The lack of correspondence supnorts the view 
that they are grammatically distinct. 



Insert Flnure 1 about here 



Truncated passives are excluded from this study, then, not because 
they are not Interestlno, but because 1n child lanouane, at least, they 
appear to be grammatically distinct from full passives. Perhaps at 
some later point the two constructions are consolidated, but their 
development appears senarate (See Maratsos (1975), however, for a 
contradictory result). 

RESULTS 

Use of preposi tions. Table 1 shows the distribution of prepositions 
used by the children. 



Insert Table 1 about here 



Table 1 shows that younger children differ from older children in 
three ways: (1) Inanimate NP's follow prepositions more frequently 
than animate NP's {75% of the younner children's passives haJ inanimate 
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lonlcal subjects, as connared to only 3°. 5?. for older children); (2) 
younoer children did not use 'with', yet 1t was the second most freouent 
preoosltlon- for the older children, (3) younner children used 'from' with 
Inanimate HP's, whereas older children use It with animate and Inanimate HP's. 
Table 2 summarizes nrenosition use ^or the collene students. 



Insert Table 2 about here 



Table 2 shows that adults use 'with' rather than 'by' for Instruments 
more often when an aqent is present 1n the picture than when no aqent 
1s present (p<.05). Most Unqulsts agree (e.g., Lyons 1968) that 'by' 
can be used with Instruments only 1f there 1s no agent 1n the sentence; 
1f there 1s an agent 1n the sentence, then 'with ' must be used for the 
Instrument. Apparently, for some people, having an agent present 
nonllnguistlcally 'a,g. 1n the picture) is sufficient for the Instrumental 
usaqe to shift from 'by' to 'with'. 

Types of passives . Within the catenory of 'full passive,' two 
main «ub-categor1es of passives can be d1st1nou1shed: 

(1) The, semanticejl y reversible passive where either NP could logically 
be the actor or the object, as 1n "the girl was chased by the boy." 

(2) Tjie^non- reversible passive where the above 1s not true, as 

1n "the lamp v/as broken hv the nlrl"; Jfthe girl was broken by the lamp" 
1s a semantical ly unacceptable sentence. 

Two types of nonreversible nasslves occurred in these data: passives 
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where the looical subject was an aoent and nasslves where the logical 
subject was an Instrument. '"The lamo was broken by the qlrV* Illustrates 
the attentive nonreversible passive. "The lamo was broken by (or with) 
the ball" Illustrates the instrumental non-ravers1ble passive. Table 3 
shows the distribution of tynes of passives by aoe: 



Insert Table 3 about here 



Table 3 shows that at all aoes, the number of reversible and 
non-reversible passives is about eaual. The tyne of non-reversible 
. t passive shows a shift with aoe, however: no aoentlve nonreversible 
nasslves annear until aoe o (n<.05). After aoe <>, aoentlve and 
Instrumental nonreversible passives occur in about eoual number. No 
agentlve non-reversible nasslves occured amono the lanouaqe delayed or 
brain Injured children. Further, until aoe 11, no child nroduced both 
reversible and non-reversible passives. This resulted 1n a number of 
semantlcally reversible situations belno described in an awkward, non- 
reversible way by the children who had control of only the non-reversible 
form: 

(19) The man was killed by the hand . 

( 20 ) The boy was kicked by the foot . 

Amonq the 11 and 13 year olds, about half of the children produced 
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both reversible and non-reversible Passives. All of the non-revers1ble 
passives produced by these children (who also Produced reversible passives) 
were Instrumental. Further, all but one of these Instrumental non- 
reversible passives used the preposition 'with.' This sunaests that 
reversible and non-reversible passives are more distinct with regard to 
surface structure and semantic usaoe for these children than they are 
for adults. 

DISCUSSION 

Although children as young as two can soontaneously produce syntactically 
well-formed full passives, these data Indicate that the semantics of 1 
the passive are not fully acquired until many years later. Even the 
11 and 13 year old children who produced both reversible and non-revers1ble 
passives did not use passives in the full semantic range. Their 
nonreversible passives did not Include aoentlve Passives, yet the agentlve 
passive appears to be quite common amono adults. (In the present study, 
college students chose to describe the picture of the girl breaking the 
lamp with the ball as 'the lamo was broken by the girl' 48.4% of the 
time.) The agentlve passive was also gulte freguent among the children 
who did not produce reversible passives. Not only did the 11 and 13 year 
old children with both reversible and non-revers1ble passives lack 
agentlve passives, but their choice of preposition for Instrumental 
passives differed from adult usaae. Adults can use either 'by' or 
'with' for Instruments, and 'by' appears to be mo're freauent when the 
agent 1s not expressed. The 11 and 13 year old children, however, 
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used 'with' 1n all but one Instance. For these children reversible and 
non-reversible pas**^ • ' Inctive forms and functions: reversible 
passives used 'V ■% m *mAve phrase; nbn-revers1ble r - /es 
used 'with' and an instrumental ohrase. 

Children apparently do not all acquire the passive 1n the same way. . 
In the two to four year old oroup, we saw that some children begin by 
using only reverslbie passives, and others by usinq only non-revers1ble 
Instrumental passives. Sometime around 9, we see an expanded usage. 
Some children who produce only non-reversible passives, beqln to produce 
both apentlve and Instrumental forms. Still later, about 11, some 
children beqln producing both reversible and nonreversible passives. 
Their use 1s still restricted, however. These children produce only the 
Instrumental non-revers1ble passive (the apparently more primitive kind 
of non-reversible passive.) Even by college age, the passive 1s not 
well understood—Table 2 showed many errors 1n choice of orenosltton. 
and 36% of the sentences Produced 1n the spontaneous condition were not 
passives. 

We will d1s.cuss reversible and non-reversible passive development 
separately since they seem to represent different hypotheses on the part 
of the children as to the semantics of the passive. 

The non-reversible passive. In this section, we will consider only 
those children who produced non-reversible oasslves. 

The younqer children's non-reversible passives differ from adult 
non-reversible passives 1n two ways: (a) children used only the Instrumental 
passive, and (b) while adults can use 'by' or 'with' with Instruments, 
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children used only 'by'. The children who produced Instrumental passives 
produced no sentences correspond 1nfJ to these adult uses. That 1s, no 
sentences such as (21) or (22) r ^u>ed u nti1 after age 9: 

(21) The lamn >••*! f^oken hv th e ojjO. (agent as logical subject) 

(22) The lamp was broken v/ttfi. the ball, ('with' used with Instrument); 
All the children's passives had the Instrument, father than the agent, 

as the logical subject and used V rather than 'with,' for example: 

(23) TheMam p was broken_ BYj;h^BALL. 

In addition to the full n a ssive s Produced, children produced truncated 
Dasslves and sentences with surface structures similar to the passive. 
The following are typical examples of the many s uch Sentences: 

( 24 ) Tha t melts from that . 

(25) Snowm an^ 1s melting f ron^the sun. 
(2fi) JJie_^rJJbirj>l<£_^ 

(27) Th e, ball bounce d hyjtsglf. 
It 1s possible that the child 1s forming his/her Passiv1zat1on rule on 
analogy with such constructions. t<fe will examine this further. 

Ajien^and Npn^o^nJJaus^qn. production of instrumental passives 
seems to grow .out of a^ certain notion of causation 0 n the part of the 
children. The children treat passives a s a way o* expressing non-agent 
causation. By non-agent causation is me a nt any type of causation other 
than agent causation; this would include events where the cause 1s 
unknown. Exactly how children conceptualize causality 1 S not as Important 
for present purposes as the fact that they do distinguish types of 
causality 1 1nnu1 s t1cally, with the distinction havlnfl something to do 
with agent causation versus other ways of things happening. 
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This 1s evident from their early gramma^Si choice for subjects 
of sentences. At a very early aqe, the ch11<| \lizes that agents are 
different from other objects 1n their ability ° K power to a c t. Children's 
earliest qr~ -t leal subjects are almost exci^vel.V aaeft s (or action- 
Initial- vehicles) (Bowerman, 19?3f* 

1 '• ' ' 
This , cr ^retatlon 1s supported by the pi owl np eX^ml nation of 

related constructions which may be relied on $ the children as sources. 

of generalization and contrast. We will see, w Hh regard to reflexives 

and 'from' phrases, that the child uses this /\t/non-aae n t causation 

distinction 1n his grammatical constructions, 

Analogies with other constructions . A ^\ might think the passive 
construction 1s analoguous to another constr^^on because both constructions 
have similar surface structure and/or s1m1la> ^antics. Reflexives 
and sentences with ' from' phrases are qood Cty/wtes f of Analogy because 
of linguistic similarities with the Dasslve. *\ protocols from the 
two to four year old children were examined occurrences 0 f reflexives 
and 'from' clauses. It was found that both c /Hruct1onS Were used 1 n 
a restricted way— 1n a restricted way that c<>/\ponded to the restricted 
passive use. 

Reflexives and passives . Reflexives and *\stves af e related 
semantlcally 1n adult usage (Lakoff 1971). ^ ^hflUsh, example, 
passives formed with 'get' can also have a r^/\lve tneaf 1 hg as i n (28): 

(28) I was hammering and I got hit wltj ^^^harnmer. 
Here "I qot hit with the hammer" means "I hit Aelf w Hn the hammer." 
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Lakoff (1971) argues that universally, a semantic link exists between 
the 'pet' passive and reflexivization. In Romance languages, for example, 
forms that are mornholoqically reflexive can be translated into passives, 
as in (29): 

(?°) Aquj se habja esoanol . 
Literally, this means "Here REFLEXIVE speaks Spanish." The usual English 
- translation would be "^Danish is spoken here." In other languages, a . 
"middle" passive can be interpreted either as a passive or as a reflexive. 

Adults can form ref| ex i Ves w i tn or without 'by' as in (30) and (31): 

(30) The ball bounced by itself, (non-aoent causation) 

(31) Jane hurt herself, (aqent causation) 

The younger children only used the non-agent type of reflexive— those 
with 'by.' Further, all their reflexives had inanimate nouns following 
the 'by' (as did their instrumental passives). The reflexive and the 
passive are, then, even more closely related in child lannuaqe than in 
adult lanquaqe. The child ,r,ay think that 'by' is a way to signal 
non-aqent causation in the passive as it is in the reflexive. 

The non-aqent use of the reflexive may aonear first because it is 
in some sense "easier" despite having an extra morpheme. In the non-aqent 
use, the action occured alone, with no aoent as in The ball bounced by 
itself . The agent use has an extra semantic element: the action was 
performed and someone did it, as in The man sha ved hi mself . 

'From' phr ases and^passiygs. For adults, some uses of 'from' phrases 
are very similar to passivization. Sentences (32) through (35) illustrate 



15 



this: 

(32) I was given this by Mother. (I am the recipient, Mother 
1s the agent.) 

(33) I got this from Mother, (I am che recipient, Mother 1s the 
agent.) 

(34^ T' le present was sent by Mother. (Mother sent the present,) 

(35) The present was received from Mother. (Mother sent the present.) 
The fact that 'from 1 was occasionally used by colleae students in their 
passive sentences indicates that the semantic similarities result 1n 
confusion. Maratsos (197S) found children substltutino 'from 1 when asked 

to imitate anomalous passives such as * The cat is 11 eked OF the dog . 

The younger children's use of 'from 1 Phrases was restr1cted--aga1n 
1n a way analogous to their use of passives. They did not use animate 
agents as objects of the preposition 'from 1 ; that 1s, sentences such 
as (36) did not occur: 

(36) This present 1s from Mother. 

The younger children used 'from' only 1n a locative sense (e.g. , She's 
comi ng FROM school) or In a nonnaaent causatlonal sense as 1n (37) and 
(38). 

(37) Snowman is melting FROM the sun . 

(38) That broke FROM the wind . 

The non-agent use of 1 f rom 1 may aDnear first as a result of an 
anal ooy with the locative use of 'from. 1 Thlnas are usually located 
with reference to non-aoents since they are more likely to be stationary. 
As with reflexives, we see that there are Unauistlc similarities, and 
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that the children's use of 'from' is restricted. In all three constructions- 
passives, reflexives and 'from' phrases, 

(a) on-ly a non-aqent causational sense is used, despite equally 
frequent adult use of anent causation. 

(b) the noun phrase followinq the nrenosition is inanimate, despite 
eoually frequent adult use of animate noun phrases. 

These varied facts lead one to believe that the child assumes that 
'by' sianals non-aqent causation and that the function of the passive 
is more restricted than it actually is. The passive is not viewed 
as a neneral way of exnressinq aqent-object relations, but as a way of 
describinq the state of an object or person, and also as a way of desiq- 
natinq the thinq, but never the aqent, causinq the state or chanqe in 
state. These children could reach such a conclusion throuqh their exper- 
ience with prepositions in other constructions and from their acquaintance 
with the restricted use of 'by' in reflexives/ 

Children may also be expresslnq awareness of the passive as a 
linquistic device for expressino focus. Many of the instrumental passives 
were elicited by the "Focus" pictures. Carroll (1058) found, with 
hiqh school students, that when the focus of attention was'directed toward 
the ob.iect of an action, subjects more often described the situation 
usino the nassive voice. Children in the present experiment may have 
been doino the same thina— viz., naminq the focus item first in the 
sentence. 

Closely related to focus of attention, is the tonic/comment 
distinction. The passive is one way of sionalinn the distinction. 
Hornby and Hass (1Q70) found that children as younn as 4:0 used 
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contrasts stress to mark the toolc or focus. Children's use of the 
Passive In the present study may be further evidence that th^ child uses 
Hnoulstlc devices before aoe four to mark focus. 'I 

A child m1oht learn to use Instrumental nonreversible Lslves 
1n the foil owl nq way: 

a. The child's earliest distinction amonq subjects of sentences 
Is agents versus non-aqents. \ 

b. S/he uses truncated passives to comment on the state If thlnqs. 

c S/he finds out about non-aqent causation and discovers! there 

are ways of expresslno this distinction linguistically! i.e., 
with reflexives and 'from.' 

d. S/he uses 'from' phrases "added on" to truncated passives to 
show non-aoent causation. \ 

\ 
i 

e. S/he finds out about full passives (perhaps learnlnq thai their 
use can reflect focus) and assumes s/he can "add on" to a' 
truncated passive with a ' oy' phrase. 

f. Since s/he already knows about reflexives, s/he assumes 'by' 
1s the way to slonal non-aoent causation In passives, too. 

l ater non-reversible passives. Apparently at some later t1me--Q 
years or so-the child then oenerallzes his passive rule to apply In 
_agent1ve cases. We have no way of knowlnq whether-the 4^ an d^-year — 
olds who produced both reversible and non-reversible passives Initially 
produced only reversible passives or only, non-reversible passives. Since 
the form of their non-reversible passives differed (1n terns of preposltL 
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choice) from the children discussed here, 1t seems more likely that they 
Initially used reversible passives and then added an Instrumental non- 
reversible passive construction to their grammar. Thpy apparently were 
not baslno their rule on an analogy with reflexives since they did not 
use 'by.' 1 

Adults 1n this study saw only non-revers1ble nlctures. Their some- 
times Incorrect and awkward attempts at passive formation reveal 
attention to some of the same surface structure asnects that children 
attended to. The apparent sallency of 'by' <s reflected 1n the followlnq 
sentences : 

(39) The girl broke the lamp BY throwing the ball at 1t . 

(40) A girl has broken a lamp BY hitting it with a ball. 

(41) The lamp was broken BY the ball BY the girl throwing 1t . 

A past tense marker 1s also seen as one necessary aspect of a passive, 
as (40), (41), (42), and (43) illustrate: 

(42) The ball had broke the lamp. 

(43) The ball had knock over the flower pot . 
Adults also were aware of the need for a form of 'be.' 

(44) The ball after BEING hit by the girl broke the lamp . 
Adults, like children, also saw the passive as a way to comment on an 
event by adding a phrase of some sort: 

(45) The l window w as broken due to the bal l . 

(46) The girl broke the lamp when she dropp ed the ball . 

(47) The^girl threw the ball that hit the lamp that knocked 1t over. 
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Finally, adults saw the passive as * way of channinq the normal 
word order: a? <n (41) tin ough (45) above, and ( Ifl) below: 

(48 ) The ball, t h at the girl had been throwing, broke the lamn . 

Adults, too, seem to be av/are of the relationship of type of causation 

and preposition choice: Riven the sentence "The window was broken 

the ball," they used 'with'' siqnificantly more often if an aqent was 
present than if no agent was present. Presumably in the first case 
(+ aqent), the boy in the picture, rather than the ball, was seen as 
the agent, and 'ball 1 had to be marked as an instrument using 'with. 1 
In the second case (-aqent), the ball could be the aqent and hence marked 
using 'by. 1 

For adults, then, as for children, passives are seen as funny ways 
of expressina causation that involve use of 'by,' reguire 'be 1 or 'get 1 
and a past tense marker. Adults who had difficulties producing correct 
passives did know at least some of the elements that go into the passive. 

Reversible passives . In this section, we will consider only the 
children who produced reversible passives. Most of the passives produced 
by the two to four year olds had the word order backwards; that is, they 
used sentences like "the cat was chased by the girl" when describing 
a picture of a cat chasing a girl. They had the form right, but the 
meaning wrong. Other researchers (Whitehurst, Ironsmith, and Goldfeln 
1974) have noted such 'reversed' reversiJble passives with children up 
to age five. (There were no examples of reversed reversible passives 
in the 5 to 13 year old data— the pictures they were describing did not 
include such simple reversible situations, however.) For the two to 
four year olds, there appeared to be no reason for the children to choose 
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a passive rather than an active sentence— annarently they saw the passive 

as an alternative way to express acjent-object relations in a semantical ly 

« 

reversible situation. Their hypothesis shows Hnciu1st1c progress, however. 

The children apparently recoonlzed and were attending to Grammatical 

transformations. They were correct in the view that transformations 

are more or less meaning-preserving and that the passive Is an alternative, 

optional way to express an aqent-ob.iect relation. In addition, they 

seemed to recognize reversible situations (and sentences) as a different 

class from non-reversible ones. The basis for their distinction was 

probably not semantic reversibility, but perhaos a coanltlve notion such 

5 

as "mutual activity." The youngest children made the single mistake 
of not realizing that the passive transformation Involves a reversal 1n 
the word order of agent and object.* 5 Children's reversible passive usage 
1s another example of a syntactic rule that applies 1n a semantical ly 
restricted environment: in this case, 1t applies only to semantlcally 
reversible situations. 7 

As children get older, they learn to switch the word order, but 
restricted application of the passive to reversible situations apparently 
continues until age 11 or so, when we saw the first cases of the same 
ch1lo-en producing both reversible and non-revers1ble passives. As 
discussed earlier, the non-revers1ble passives produced by these children 
are quite distinct 1n form and function from reversible passives and may 
be grammatically unrelated at this stage of development. 

Reversibility has been found by other researchers (Slobln 1968: Hayhurst 
1967: Baldie; forthcoming) to be a significant feature. Baldie found a 
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marked Improvement 1n the production of nonreversible passives between 
the aqes of seven and eight.- Children younger than this produced more 
reversible passives, Hayhurst found by aqe nine and a half, that the 
percentage of correct responses for non-reversible sentences was twice 
that of reversible sentences. Comparing these results with our data, 
1t appears that the Increase fn use of non-reversible sentences could 
be the resiilt of the anentlve non -reversible passive appearing (Table 3) 
1n spontaneous usaqe. The years from seven throuqh adolescence appear 
to be Important 1n gaining control of the passive. Baldle suggests that 
the change 1n passive use beginning at aqe seven could be related to 
the attainment of concrete operations. 

CONCLUSIONS 

There are several Important conclusions that can be drawn, 
specifically about the passive, and more generally about the languaqe 
acquisition process. 

La nguage acquisition is not complete by middle childhood. Although 
the children's passives were syntactically well-formed at a very early 
aqe, they appear to be semantical ly- very-different from -adult passives. - 
It seems appropriate to quote Wepman and Hass (1967:2), speaking of the 
protocols on which this study was based: "Even the production of 
sentences which are perfectly 'grammatical 1 may well, have different bases 
1n a young child than 1n a linguistically sensitive adult." 

Individual differences exist in language learning 'strategies.' This 
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study adds to the growing number of studies showing very different 
approaches to language. There are probably other ways of acquiring the 

« 

passive (see. note 4); this study deals with what are rrrobably the more 
common approaches. 

Children use analogy t o learn grammatical rules . Common sense would 
lead us to this conclusion, but it is nonetheless satisfying to find 
evidence of children generalizing from analogous constructions. 

The relationship of comprehension and production is complex . These 
data are puzzling when compared with earlier comprehension studies (Maratsos 
1975: Baldie forthcoming.) Children are able to comprehend and to imitate 
full passive forms that are not produced spontaneously. Full passives 
are so infrequent that one is tempted to dismiss this omission in 
production to sampling error. Yet the absence of anentive non-reversible 
passives is striking (and statistically significant) in contrast to the 
relatively equal distribution of aoentive and instrumental passives in 
adult usage. Young children clearly had a preference for certain forms 
in their spontaneous speech (a preference not in accordance with adult 
usage.) This was true even when they could understand other forms: 
Among the two to four year olds in this study, responses to a comprehension 
task involving passives showed no differences between children who 
produced reversible passives, those who produced non-reversible passives, 
and those who produced no passives. 

The distinction between semantics and syntax is often arbitrary . 
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In this case, children 's icognltlve (or semantic) categories of' 
reversibility and type of- causation determined when a syntactic 
construction, could apply. 1 , 
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Figure 1. Percentage of children using full and truncated passives. 
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TABLE 1 - Children's use trf nreno sl tlppg 

Two-four year olds f1ve-th1rteen year olds 
by 1 followed by animate 7 43 

by 1 followed by inanimate NP 18 14 



•ta* followed bv inanimate NP 1 (Lamo qot breaked ta ball) n 



* 



'with 1 followed by animate N p n 0 

•with 1 followed by Inanimate NP n 12 



'from 1 followed by animate NP 0 6 

•from 1 followed by Inanimate NP fi 3 



'of 1 followed by animate NP 0 0 

•of* followed by Inanimate NP 0 2 



•for 1 followed by animate NP n 0 

•for 1 followed by Inanimate NP o \ 



THT.AL 32 PI** 

*ncm 

** 65% of the full oasslves were nroduced by bovs, n<.05. 



TABLE 2 - Adults' use of nreoositlons 



by 



'with 



'from 



other 



F1l1-1n the blanks 
Aqent Dresent 1n picture 
the ball. 



PS 
152 



63 
0 



2 
1 



5 
5 



the boy. 



Anent absent 1n Mcture 
the ball. 
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Spontaneous * 
Aqent oresent 1n picture 

ball as loalcal sub.lect 1n 29 12 

Ss' sentence 
boy as loqical suh.iect In 36 0 

Ss' sentence 

* 

Aqent absent 1n picture 

ball as loalcal subject 1n 93 \\ 

Ss' sentence 



* More than one-third of the sentences produced were n on-passives . 
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TABLE 3 - Types of passives produced by ane 





SpfTlflnf"! rail v r*ovor*cf Kl a 


nonreversible 


aqe 




AdprvM uo 


inscrumen x& 1 


2-4 


15 


0 


17 


5-7 


10 


0 


9 


9-13 


21 


10 


14 


Lanq. delayed 


4 


n 


• 

i 


Brain injured 


3 


0 


2 


Mentally retarded 


0 


0 


0 


TOTALS * 


53 


15 


43 



58 

♦Two passives were unclassifiable because the first MP was ina^ible. 
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FOOTNOTES 



J Dat^ /»twi the younqest children are from part of my doctoral dissertation; 
"Lark,^ Development: a Cross-methodol oolcal study," The University of 
Mich 1975. I am orateful to Terry Hornan, Hllbur Hass, John Lawler, 
Klaus f*Nel, Michael Maratsos, and John Miyamoto for comments on an 

earlV q>aft of thi s paper 
2 

I an, Aply indebted to wibur Hass for nrovldino n, e access to these 

data, 

3 f 

For d mier discussion of the procedure, see my dissertation, 
^ow^n (1976) reports spontaneous errors produced by her children 
on s^ e »>ces 1nv 0 lv1 nn causality. She finds that nreoosUlons that 
are av^nrlate for marklno the cause In a certain type of sentence 
show ^ Substitute f 0r other oppositions* In other sentences. For 
examr>y she found full nasslves Incorrectly marked with ''from', as In 
(1): 

[V tflJ^l^e-^njJcnp^ 
In ad^on 'from' w as occasionally used to mark Instruments as In (2) 
and If, ^ntences v*here adults would use *of as 1n (3): 

ll!!iS^XI^Ej!OBWl' (° f n °Pcorn) 
After 4:2, she reports that oreoosltlons that mark Instruments begin 
to qet/ 1 ! mixed up as In the ^ollowlno examples: 

(4) KlujleajtjtjiY my spoon.- 

(5) HejfgtjTunjshed WITH the teacher-BY the teacher spanking him ^ : 
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(6) The wall will net nice and clean OF this bubble stuff, 

(7) They got all scratched up OF rocks , 

(8) Sometimes Eva needs to be feeded V f ITH you because she doesn't 
eat , 

Bowerman's children apparently were not acouirina the passive in 

the same way as children in the present study, but they were attending 

to some of the same thinqs: instruments and aaents, causal relations, 

and prepositions. 
5 

The cateaory of relations to which they applied passives may be 
semantlcally related to the "middle" passive. Baldi (1974) describes 
the traditional formulation of the Indo-Euronean Middle Voice: 

The Middle, then, 1s the voice used when the subject has some 
special Interest in the action of the verb, or when his deqree 
of involvement 1n the action specified by the verb 1s of a 
hiahly personal nature. With the Active, the aoent 1s simply 
aoent; with the Middle, the aqent 1s somehow "Inside the process" 
or action Identified by the verb. (p.IC) 
This 1s similar to the notion of "mutual activity." 
6 Interestinoly f 1n some lanquanes the passive does not involve a 
word-order reversal. Johnson (1974) qives an example from Hindi: 
(1) ram ne motar calal 
Ram car drove 
"Ram drove the car." 
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(2) ram se motar celaf oal 
Ram by car was " driven 
"The car was driven by Ram." 

The fact that in some lannuaaes aqent and object do not reverse in 
the passives indicates that such a hypothesis is a reasonable one for 
a language learner to make. 

The child miqht not 'think' s/he is formlna a nassive: The child; 
could think 'by' is a arammatlcal morDheme such as 'wa' or 'o' in 
Japanese. 

(3) Shohen wa boru o utta 

Boy | bal1 | h1t * past ) 

(orammatical morpheme (nrammatical morohene 
markinq the subject) markino the object) 

A second noint of interest is whether reversed reversible passives 
are an example of "form before meaninn." Ruth Weir (1%2) recorded her 
child olayinq with lannuaqe in his crib before golno to sleep. The 
following are some of her examples of his experimenting with grammatical 
structure: 

What color— what color blanket— what color mop— what color glass 

Not the yellow blanket— the white.... It's not black— it's yellow.... 

Not yellow— red Put on a blanket— white blanket— and yellow 

blanket— Where's yellow blanket. . .Yellow blanket— yellow light.... 
There is the light— Where is the light— Here is the light.... Fix 

the music— music is fixed Cobbers crossed the street— Cobbers 

always cross the street Anthony write— Pencils always writing, (p. 19) 
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these subjects, like Weir's child, seem very sensitive to form. Not 
all children seem this sensitive to form, but sensitivity to form 

« 

does aDpear to be a general approach to lannuaoe learning. For example 
Bloom (1970) discusses a syntactic approach of one of her subjects, Eri 
versus the more semantic (or relational) approach of Kathryn and fiia: 
It aoneared that Eric's earliest strategy for lanauaqe 
learnino Involved seekino constant features in the speech he 
heard— forms with both constant substantive meaninn and constant 
syntactic function. Eric organized Hnnuistic structure around 
such superficial constant features with a focus on the formal 
patterns or shapes of constructions... 
Children formina reversible passives may have focused on the recurrence 
of the morpheme 'by' rather than the relationship of agent and object. 
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